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1 Introduction 
 
Statistical comparisons between areas may not be meaningful or valid if the areas’ 
boundaries have not been defined as consistently and appropriately as possible.  This 
fundamental problem underlies, for example, the call for definitions of metropolitan areas 
in the EU for the Urban Audit (Taylor et al 2000), as well as the definition of local labour 
market areas in almost all advanced countries (Cattan 2001).  The problems which can 
arise with inappropriately measured spatial statistics were recognised by a previous 
head of the Government Statistical Service who stated that “the geographic dimensions 
of UK statistics.... could benefit most from more attention” (McLennan 1995 p480).   
Using inappropriate areas can cause the statistics to give a distorted view of the reality 
underlying them.  This report considers Travel-to-Work Areas (TTWAs), which have 
been explicitly defined by predecessors of ONS to be appropriate areas for labour 
market statistics.  By guiding users towards a meaningful set of areas, ONS rises to the 
challenge of the present National Statistician (Len Cook in Horizons 19: Autumn 2001) 
who asked recently “Are we seen as the people who just do the counting, or do they turn 
to us to find out what the figures actually mean?”   
 
Local levels of unemployment are the result of a shortfall in labour demand relative to 
labour supply, so the most appropriate areas for monitoring unemployment is a set of 
local labour market areas within which labour supply and demand interact. This is a 
specifically statistical argument about the use of appropriate classifications, in this case 
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a geographical classification.  What makes TTWAs the appropriate areas for monitoring 
unemployment is that they reflect the most recent information on local labour market 
geography.  This reasoning clearly also calls for them to be updated when this is 
possible, given that commuting patterns are changing at a rate which has seen the 
average length of British commuting trips grow by at least 15% in the ten years since the 
last Census (DTLR 2001: Table 4.1). 
 
The next main section of this report moves on to summarise information on demand and 
usage of the existing TTWAs by, in the first instance, Nomis users.  There is then a brief 
review of the varied uses of TTWAs by different groups, drawing mainly on reports which 
can be accessed through the internet.  The other main section of the report moves on 
from questions about the use made of TTWAs, and the possible updating of their 
boundaries, to practical issues faced by a 2001-based updating of TTWA boundaries.  
There are several very important differences between the 2001 and 1991 Census 
datasets which affect how the 2001 Census data can be analysed so as to update the 
TTWA boundaries. 
 
2 Demand 
 
A consultation carried out by ONS in 1996/7 found that over 70% of respondents thought 
TTWAs were valuable (ONS, 1997).  Is there any reason to believe that this level of 
demand has declined subsequently?  A recent survey of Nomis users [data supplied by 
ONS] reveals that all but 15% use TTWAs at least some of the time, and more than half 
of all TTWA users state that this usage is at least once a month.  Analysis of all Nomis 
runs during 2001/2 showed that nearly 10% were using TTWAs. This is also the 
proportion which is found when the analysis is restricted to local authority (LA) users 
alone, despite their intrinsic concern with LA areas rather than TTWAs.  For the other 
three main user groups — the ‘Employment Department’ itself plus the academic and 
commercial sectors — the proportion of runs which use TTWAs varied between 15% 
and 20% or more.  These figures provide unarguable evidence of flourishing demand for 
TTWA data, a fact which is all the more notable given the emphasis which ONS has 
placed recently on producing data for LA areas.  
 
Given this extensive use of TTWA boundaries, the next question is whether there is also 
interest in related research into different labour-force groups’ commuting patterns.  
Some findings from the analyses of this kind carried out for the 1991-based TTWA 
research were summarised in Atkins et al (1996), but otherwise there has been little 
information available to stimulate potential users of the boundaries of sub-groups’ labour 
market areas.  All the same, Green (1997) called for these sub-group labour market area 
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boundaries to be published in future, and this call was echoed by several different TTWA 
users contributing to the collection of papers which includes Green’s chapter. The main 
interest is in the commuting patterns of the less skilled or, more generally, those most at 
risk of unemployment. 
 
This report now moves on to consider some examples of the use of TTWA boundaries  
by different user groups. Much of the material here was found directly by internet search 
engines and so, to some degree, reflects the eclectic nature of these on-line resources.  
Another point to bear in mind when looking at this material is that the search has 
examined little more than 3 years’ potential usage. The main reason was that the search 
was aimed at usage of the current 1991-based ‘vintage’ of TTWAs;  of course, searching 
for material on the internet will in itself strongly emphasise outputs from the last few 
years. 
 
2.1 Government 
 
The use of TTWAs for selecting areas for policy assistance is now less of a feature than 
in earlier decades, although there is surely no less need now for the ‘like for like’ 
comparisons between areas which were the reason for using TTWAs previously (cf. the 
supportive review of the use of TTWAs for Regional Selective Assistance by the 
consultancy firm Arup: http://www.dti.gov.uk/regional/evaluationRSA91-95.pdf ).   
 
In fact some significant new policy-related references to TTWAs have appeared recently.  
One notable example is provided by the Department of Education and Skills contribution 
to a Policy Action Team review focussed on skills (see: http://www.lifelonglearning.co.uk/ 
pat/rep-a4.htm ).  A particularly telling case is the consultation document on urban policy 
evaluation from the Dept of Transport, Local Government and the Regions (2002) which 
refers to “travel to work areas, one spatial level to which many people will relate” (para 
16). 
 
The recent amalgamation of Welsh rural LAs has fuelled the Welsh Assembly’s use of 
TTWA data, which meet its needs for monitoring local conditions at a finer grain than 
would be possible with the new larger LA areas.  The process of LA amalgamation has 
gone still further in the Scottish Highlands and the new unitary authority there has 
similarly become an active TTWA user.  In these regions, the frequently-voiced 
complaint that ‘TTWAs are too large’ is shown to be entirely misplaced because there LA 
areas can be substantially larger than TTWAs. 
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One of the most interesting categories of policy users are those who might not 
necessarily have had much familiarity with TTWAs as such. For example, the Scottish 
government’s economic impact assessment of the Skye Bridge has used TTWAs as the 
units for its local analyses.   In fact transport appraisals in Scotland have now been 
standardised so as to use TTWAs in this way (see: http://www.scotland.gov.uk/ 
consultations/transport/ stag-24.asp ).  Another example is the Belfast Metropolitan Area 
(BMA) planning strategy which uses the Belfast TTWA in analyses because it was found 
in consultations to be “recognised by participants in describing the economic hinterland 
of the BMA” (see: http://www.drdni.gov.uk/shapingourfuture/pdf/reports/pepreport.pdf ). 
 
Another category of user which could be overlooked is the ‘quango’ sector, together with 
pressure groups and other more independent bodies, whose uses vary to a degree 
which reflects the huge diversity of their interests. For example, the Rail Passengers 
Committee for Western England noted the boundary of the Bristol TTWA as an important 
part of the context for one of its reports  (see:  http://www.rpcwest.fsnet.co.uk/ 
wesspsr.pdf ).  A more publicly familiar example is the BBC’s use of TTWA data in its 
profiling of constituencies as background to its general election coverage (see: 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/election97/constituencies/306.htm ). 
 
2.2 Local authorities 
 
There is a very large number of TTWA uses evident on LA web-sites nationally, with 
examples readily found in every UK constituent country.  One category of LA document 
referring to TTWAs is made up of material directly concerned with the boundaries 
themselves. It is in the nature of territorial organisations such as LAs that they are not 
likely to produce documents praising a new set of boundary definitions, so in fact many 
of these documents query the appropriateness of TTWA boundaries within their 
particular part of the country (for example: http://blackpool.gov.uk/Democracy/ 
Minutes_and_Agendas/ counmins/mins1998/19980622rd.html ).  There is often some 
generalised criticism to justify the LA’s objections, for example baldly asserting that 
‘TTWAs mainly reflect the commuting of male white-collar workers’ despite the evidence 
to the contrary (Green 1997).  In a notable recent development, one of the most 
vociferous LA-based critics of aspects of TTWAs — Glasgow City Council’s David  
Webster — announced “I don't see why TTWAs should not continue to be defined” 
(Webster 2001). 
 
The largest category of LA usage is probably made up of the regular monitoring of, and 
commentary upon, ONS-produced TTWA data.  The more research-intensive LAs, and 
LA consortia such as the metropolitan counties’ residuary research units, are especially 
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likely to use TTWAs in their analyses. One notable case is Dorset County Council’s 
analyses which use TTWAs in preference to lower-tier LAs so as to more meaningfully 
compare constituent sub-regions within the wider area ( http://www.dorset-cc.gov.uk/ 
corporatehome/EnvironmentalServicesHome/DorsetDataOn-Line ).  This can be seen to 
be very strong evidence of TTWAs’ value to users,  reinforcing the clear need shown by 
the Highland Council case which was discussed earlier. 
 
Another significant category of TTWAs being used in preference to other possible 
options include analyses of data other than that on unemployment.  One example to 
illustrate this category is provided by East Sussex County Council’s analyses of the New 
Earning Survey (see: www.eastsussexcc.gov.uk/esussex/focus/2%20 Earnings.pdf ).   
 
2.3 Academia 
 
Before turning to more ‘scholarly’ academic outputs, it is worth noting that academics 
often involve themselves in policy-related debates, and TTWAs are quite frequently used 
to provide empirical input to these arguments.  One rather well-known example can be 
seen in Employment Policy Institute (1998), but there are also numerous detailed policy 
discussions which feature TTWA analyses (eg.  Adams et al 2001). 
 
The use of TTWAs in academic outputs is not often noted in such internet searchable 
material as the abstracts or keywords of articles in scholarly journals.  One example 
which illustrates some ‘non-standard’ research outputs which are readily found by 
internet searches is an on-line research paper which uses TTWA data to compare the 
availability of alternative jobs in the areas around a sample of recently opened 
superstores (Guariglia  undated).  Among the most interesting examples of research 
within the general topic of [local] labour market [areas] are studies which use TTWAs as, 
in effect, the ‘natural’ choice of unit for their topic of interest.  Particularly good examples 
here stem from a sequence of ESRC-sponsored analyses centred on the microdata in 
the 1991 Census Sample of Anonymised Records (eg.  Fieldhouse & Gould 1998).  
When early results did not account for key influences operating at the local labour 
market scale, TTWAs were then used as the set of areas which best captured these 
influences.  This approach follows a well-established practice (eg.  Ward & Dale 1992) in 
which, although LA areas could have been expected to be the areas used, TTWAs were 
chosen because they were more appropriate and provided the most statistically rigorous 
analyses. 
 
The most familiar use of TTWAs is for the analysis of local unemployment patterns in 
one form or another:  recent examples include Adams et al (2000) and Gripaios & 
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Wiseman (1999).  A related set of studies examine local trends in employment structure 
(eg.  O’Donoghue, 2000).  Some academic uses of TTWAs are as part of less ‘scholarly’ 
studies, such as the monitoring of unemployment data on Tayside (for example, see: 
http://www.tay.ac.uk/terc/July%2098.doc ).  One of the more important examples of this 
category of usage is a series of by Warwick University reports centred on the Employers 
Skill Survey (eg. Green & Owen 2001).   
 
Another category of uses of, or references to, TTWA definitions is made up by analyses 
of commuting patterns: a recent example is McQuaid & Greig (2001).  A related field is 
the study of migration and this can be illustrated by a study of the sectarian divide within 
the residential patterns across the Derry TTWA (see: http://cain.ulst.ac.uk/issues/ 
segregat/ temple/twopol1.htm ). 
 
Academic interest in TTWAs was also shown in 2001 by the fact that the web-based 
service which provides digitised UK boundary datasets saw the need to make TTWA 
boundaries available (see: http://edina.ac.uk/ukborders/ ).  Similar evidence of 
widespread academic interest in TTWAs can be seen in the providers of national social 
science datasets – such as the British Household Panel Survey and the Longitudinal 
Survey – also investing time and effort in coding all their data to TTWAs. 
 
2.4 Business 
 
Finding uses of TTWAs by business is more difficult than finding academics’ usage, 
because business is far less scrupulous about identifying which areal units were used in, 
for example, a comparative analysis of economic trends in different local areas.  Their 
natural concern with the actual or potential commercial value of their outputs also makes 
them far less likely to make these freely available on the internet. 
 
One important category of TTWA use by business centres on consultants’ reports. An 
interesting example is a private sector consultancy’s regional review for the EU of the 
Fermanagh area of N. Ireland: this adopts TTWA data for its analyses, whilst noting that  
for some sub-groups in the labour-force there will be significant numbers of inter-TTWA 
commuters (see: http://www.etsu.com/biosem/UKCOREP.pdf ). 
 
Among the wide variety of organisations whose web-sites are in the  .co.uk  domain, 
notable examples of TTWA usage include the South East regional development 
agency’s “Economic Profile“ document (see: http://www.seeda.co.uk/seeda_documents/ 
docs/SEEDA-SOTR.pdf ), and the Friends of the Earth campaigning document in 
 6
opposition to the proposed Hastings bypass (see: http://www.foe.co.uk/resource/reports/ 
new_jobs_without_roads.pdf ). 
 
2.5 International  
 
By way of conclusion to this investigation into the demand for TTWA definitions, it is 
perhaps sufficient to underline the wide-ranging evidence of user need which has been 
summarised here by noting that a recent OECD multi-national review found that only 2 of 
the 17 countries covered “do not define regions in terms of labour markets” (Cattan 
2001).   In other words, the fact that TTWAs meet a clear need in Britain is not surprising 
when it is realised that this need is also recognised in almost all similar countries. 
 
The next section of this report will turn to the practicalities of updating TTWA boundaries, 
given that the 2001 Census data will differ quite markedly from the 1991 data used to 
produce the current TTWA definitions.  Before broaching these issues there needs to be 
a decision on whether the method of definition used previously should be used once 
more.  This question is usefully approached by referring to international assessments of 
‘best practice’ in defining labour market areas.  Crucial evidence here is provided by the 
fact that the TTWA method of defining labour market area has been adopted by the 
Italian Statistical Office ISTAT for their definition of Italian local labour market areas 
(Sforzi et al 1997), whilst Casado-Diáz (2000) also chose the TTWA method when 
defining labour market areas in one of the Spanish regions where the Census data 
includes a journey-to-work matrix.   
 
Eurostat convened a comparative research programme in which alternative labour 
market area definition methods were applied to several countries’ commuting datasets 
(Eurostat 1992).  The consensus was that the TTWA method had been shown to be the 
‘best practice’ for defining local labour market areas across Europe and so it was the 
model on which was based the Eurostat guidelines for their Employment Zone 
definitions (see Table 1).  More recently, a similar review for the US Census Bureau of 
North American methods for defining meaningful sub-regional boundaries concluded 
“British geographers have developed a more sophisticated computer algorithm for 
dividing the country into labour market areas (Coombes, Green and Openshaw 1986)” 
(Frey & Speare, 1995: 167). In short, the TTWA definition methodology has been seen 
by several international experts to be ‘state of the art’ in terms of local labour market 
area definitions.   
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It would seem very odd if the UK was not now to update the TTWAs definition when 
most comparable countries acknowledge the value of such areas, and in several of 
these countries the method of defining TTWAs has been explicitly identified as setting an 
international standard for local labour market area definitions.  
 
 
Table 1   Principles for local labour market area definitions (Eurostat 1992) 
 
 
Principle 
 
practice 
 
 OBJECTIVES 
1. Purpose 
2. Relevance 
 CONSTRAINTS 
3. Partition 
4. Contiguity 
 CRITERIA 
       in descending priority 
5. Autonomy 
6. Homogeneity 
7. Coherence 
8. Conformity 
 SUMMARY 
9. Flexibility 
 
 
to be statistically-defined areas appropriate for policy  
each area to be an identifiable labour market 
 
every building block to be allocated to 1 and only 1 area 
each area to be a single contiguous territory 
 
 
self-containment of flows to be maximised 
areas’ size range to be minimised (e.g.  within fixed limits) 
boundaries to be reasonably recognisable 
alignment with administrative boundaries is preferable 
 
method must perform well in very different regions   
  
 
 
 
3 The 2001 Census 
 
This section of the report turns from the question of why the TTWA definitions should be 
updated, to practical questions related to data availability.  These questions arise 
because the definitions rely upon analyses of commuting data from the Census and the 
2001 Census data will differ in important ways from the 1991 dataset which was 
analysed to produce the current TTWAs (ONS and Coombes 1998).  The commuting 
dataset takes the form of an origin-destination (O-D) matrix, and the main principles of 
the data which will be available were set out in September 2001 in the O-D data Final 
Specifications (ONS, GROS & NISRA 2001).  Most importantly, there has been a more 
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recent announcement that a form of ‘rounding’ will be imposed on the England and 
Wales parts of the matrix as a way of preventing the disclosure of information which 
might be seen to be confidential.  This section of the report now attempts to tease out 
the impact of this announcement, and then examines a number of other ways in which 
the 2001 dataset will differ from the 1991 commuting matrix. 
 
3.1  Disclosure Control 
 
In all UK countries the 2001 Census O-D datasets will be compiled subsequent to 
processes of imputation and record swapping.  Imputation is likely to be a substantial 
task because c25% of destinations were not readily codable.   There will not be random 
amendment – what used to be known as Barnardisation – but in England & Wales there 
is a new decision to impose ‘rounding’ (viz generalising values to either 0 or to multiples 
of 3).  It has not been decided whether N. Ireland will follow this route too, or instead 
follow the Scottish example and deem rounding to be unnecessary. 
 
The precise rounding process will remain secret to avoid giving help to any attempts to 
‘re-engineer’ the raw data, but it is likely to have a probabilistic component to ensure that 
the broad pattern of results is altered in an unbiased way.  For example, some values of 
1 will need to be changed to 3 whilst the majority will become 0 (whereas they all would 
become 0 of a literal rounding process).  It is thought that the process will be applied 
separately at the table level.  Thus if the only commuting from ward A to ward B was a 
pair of car-using professionals then cell AtoB could become 0 in the mode-of-travel [car-
user] table but it could become 3 in the social class [professional] table. 
 
Data from the 1991 shows that 99.5% of all ward-ward cells in the full matrix were in fact 
0 and, of the non-zero cells, over a third had a value of 1 (so less than 0.4% of all ward-
ward cells had values of 2 or more).  As a result of so few cells having large values, the 
impact of rounding on the commuting dataset will be very substantial. The most 
optimistic interpretation is that this form of rounding will have a similar effect to  taking a 
33% sample from the raw data and then grossing up the results.  
  
ONS could consider treating the commuting dataset as an ‘exceptional case’ and so  
release a minimal unrounded matrix – only including in each cell the total number of 
people commuting from that origin area to that destination area – on the grounds that not 
disaggregating the data in any way side-steps concerns about the disclosure of 
confidential data. However it currently seems unlikely that there will be any concession 
from the principle that rounding must be imposed. 
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One possible response in preparation for the TTWA research would be to carry out 
exploratory analyses using the 1991 data.  The first step would be to create a 
‘hypothetical 100%’ dataset, from which a rounded version would be generated.  Finally 
both the ‘100%’ and the rounded datasets would be analysed to see how far the 
resulting ‘TTWA’ boundaries are affected by the rounding procedures.  
 
3.2        Likely Outputs 
 
So far as is known, the ‘shape‘ of the outputs set out by ONS, GROS & NISRA (2001) 
remain essentially intact.  That specification did not include data on commuting by 
occupation groups, and there have been calls from potential users for these matrices to 
be provided, as they were from the 1991 data.  It seems that this change may be 
implemented, and the TTWA-related research would benefit from that decision.   
 
One very substantial innovation was the proposal of Output Area (OA) matrices and 
these continue to be offered, as is the possibility for OAs to be split into groups of full 
postcode units to provide even finer-grain destination zones in areas with many more 
jobs than residents.  In general, these job-rich areas should usually be central rather 
than peripheral to TTWAs so the finer-grain option of splitting OAs may not often be 
relevant to the drawing of TTWA boundaries.  More crucially, the method of defining 
TTWAs presumes a symmetrical matrix – that is, the same set of areas as origin and 
destination zones – but the option of splitting OAs is not available for origin zones, so 
splitting OAs for the destination zones is simply not relevant to the TTWA definitions. 
 
3.3       Scottish data 
 
The issues here arise from the Scottish data including ‘journey-to-study’ as well as 
‘journey-to-work’ (ie. commuting).  The table structure in the Final Specifications – for 
example, the inclusion in the Scottish data of residents who neither work nor study – is 
designed to allow a ‘day-time population’ to be derived for areas in Scotland from this 
dataset on its own. As well as the problem of comparability with the other countries’ 
datasets, there are complexities within the Scottish dataset.  For example, a minority of 
full-time workers who are part-time students will have given the location of their place of 
study rather than their workplace, but the data will be processed on the assumption that 
generally part-time students will have entered their workplace, rather than where they 
study, on their Census forms.  
 
The destination coding of Scottish working students lies at the heart of issues over 
comparability with the other countries’ data.  The solution which has been put forward is 
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based on an assessment that most full-time working students in Scotland will have 
stated the location where they study, rather than where they work.  This calculation was 
made following investigations into how employed students had in practice responded, 
based on a fairly small sample of Census Rehearsal data.   
 
The proposed 2001 Census commuting tabulations allow flexibility as to which groups 
are analysed, and the most promising way to minimise inconsistency between the 
Scottish data and the commuting data in the other countries seems to be to exclude full-
time students from all the analyses.  The disadvantages of this strategy are that it 
reduces comparability with earlier TTWA definitions, and that it will affect the definitions 
unequally across the country because it will have most impact in areas near to larger  
universities and colleges.  One positive side-effect of this strategy would be to avoid 
possible confusion in the data due to the uncertainties over students’ home locations 
(which are not being coded in the same way as they were in 1991).  In practice, the 
student issue seems unlikely to have a material impact on the TTWA definitions overall 
for the vast majority of areas.  Until more background information is available on just 
how employed students filled in their Census forms, and on how these forms have been 
coded in practice, it is not really possible to draw stronger conclusions. 
 
3.4      TTWA implications 
 
The minimum requirement for 2001-based TTWA definitions is an equivalent dataset to 
that used for the 1991-based analysis viz. a ward-level matrix of all flows. The interest in 
analysing certain sub-groups’ commuting patterns is likely to increase because the 
100% coding of the 2001 data should make these analyses much more robust than were 
those based on the 10% sample of the 1991 and earlier datasets.  Even if the England 
and Wales 2001 dataset is rounded, it may provide a more robust basis for sub-group 
analyses than did the 1991 dataset.  In declining order of likely interest, the sub-group 
relevant to TTWA concerns are identified by gender, full/part-time working, occupation – 
with social class as a less preferable alternative – age, and mode of travel. 
 
Another key question here which is over-shadowed by the rounding issue is whether to 
base the TTWA definitions on OAs or wards.  Whether or not only rounded data is 
available, the two datasets should be analysed in parallel as a form of sensitivity 
analysis: if the two matrices produce notably different boundaries then those generated 
at the ward scale are likely to be the more robust solution because they will be less 
affected by ‘small number’ problems.  If these two sets of boundaries differ only slightly 
then the OA-based set may be reflecting the detail of local commuting patterns more 
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accurately;  that said, it is notable that earlier TTWA definitions led to few calls for wards 
to be split to improve the boundaries’ accuracy.  One fact which could undermine the 
option of TTWAs based on OAs is that OAs are not statutory areas, and in the past 
TTWAs have always been finally defined as groups of wards so as to give them a 
statutory basis (thus requiring a ‘best-fit’ of the definitions in Scotland from their original 
‘sector’ base to a ward base).   
 
Clearly the uncertainties which remain – over rounding in England and Wales in 
particular – make it hard to estimate the overall workload involved in creating 2001-
based TTWA definitions.  As well as the questions discussed here, there is the important 
choice over how intensively to engage in a consultation process: ONS & Coombes 
(1998) summarise the way in consultation was handled for the 1991-based definitions, 
but what is not stated there is that fully responding to each consultee can absorb a very 
substantial amount of time.  Only a small proportion of the costs involved in the process 
of defining TTWAs is related to computing, so the greater speed – and lower prices – of 
modern computers will not have a major effect on the cost of producing 2001-based 
definitions.  For the analyses to be carried out with OAs rather than wards it will be 
necessary to have large and fast computers, although the sparseness of the matrices 
limits the impact of this difference in practice.  It seems certain that rather more 
sensitivity testing will be needed to assess the implications of the various issues 
examined here, but overall the size of the task seems similar to the research which led 
to the 1991-based definitions. 
 
 
4 Conclusions 
 
Users increasingly expect data to be made available for a wide variety of different areas.  
Data suppliers have responded both with the development of information systems like 
Nomis and also with newly flexible data dissemination, such as the ONS decision to 
release local area Labour Force Survey for a wide variety of area types including TTWAs 
(Hastings 2002).  At the same time, users can need guidance as to which are, or are not, 
appropriate areas for the analysis of a particular dataset (Coombes 2001).  Knowing the 
sensitivities of unemployment data analyses, TTWAs have been defined by statisticians 
as the set of areas which are the most appropriate to use for local unemployment rates. 
This need for a set of local labour market area boundaries has long been established in 
this way, and it is independent from their possible use for one or other policy (cf. Decand 
2000).  There is very substantial evidence of many users valuing TTWAs and there is no 
alternative boundary set available which has the same statistical characteristics. 
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The innovations in data coding for the 2001 Census bring both opportunities and threats.  
Coding all the commuting data is a major advance over the 10% samples of the past and 
this will make every analysis more robust.  In particular, this innovation could very 
substantially strengthen sub-group analyses (eg. identifying the labour market areas of 
those groups most at risk of unemployment).   Even if the England & Wales flows are 
rounded, this should represent an improvement over the 10% samples of the past.   
 
A major form of usage for TTWA definitions is as a set of contextual areas made 
available within information systems, including not only Nomis but also Neighbourhood 
Statistics (NS).  In the past, Nomis has based its processing of post-Census data on the 
maintenance of a set of building block areas: in practice these were ward boundaries as 
at the time of the previous Census (‘frozen wards’).  If a key target for TTWAs is their 
use within NS then the building block areas for NS data will be the best choice as TTWA 
building blocks, so as to avoid problems of ‘best-fitting’ in data linkage.  This strategy 
would, of course, be undermined if in later years NS switched to different building block 
areas which are not groupings of either OAs or wards. 
 
At this stage, not enough is known about how rounding would alter the O-D datasets for  
clear predictions to be made about how much this would affect TTWA definitions.  In 
practice, because the TTWA analyses simultaneously consider all flows of every size, 
this places an extremely high value on gaining access to raw — rather than rounded — 
commuting data.  If it is not possible for even a simple matrix of total flows between 
wards to be published without rounding in England & Wales then a crucial option for 
ONS to explore is for the TTWA analyses to be carried out on unpublished ‘raw’ data to 
which privileged access has been given.  If rounding is implemented, then it is strongly 
recommended that ONS consider side-stepping it by having TTWA definitions generated 
from a ‘raw’ dataset in this way. 
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